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chapter 10

Incidents dispersed in the Synoptics and cohering in
John: Dodd, Brown, and Johannine historicity
Paul N. Anderson

Between C. H. Dodd’s two landmark magna opera on John, addressing the
religious background behind and the historical tradition within the Fourth
Gospel (1953; 1963), Raymond Brown published several essays in the
Catholic Biblical Quarterly, later appearing in his New Testament Essays.1
In doing so, Brown picks up where the appendix to Dodd’s ﬁrst major
work left oﬀ – the central subject that Dodd expanded in his second
volume. Both Dodd and Brown challenged inferences that similarities
between John and the Synoptics suggest John’s literary dependence upon
one or more of the Synoptics, inferring instead John’s essential autonomy
as a historically grounded rather than derivative tradition. While Dodd
sought to demonstrate the many ways in which Johannine similar-yetdiﬀerent parallels to the Synoptic accounts argued for the Fourth Evangelist’s use of independent historical tradition of comparable historical value
as that which underlay the Synoptic traditions,2 Brown worked more with
analysing the character of the similarities and diﬀerences among the
traditions, making critical deductions as a result. Lest it be imagined that
Johannine narratives were cobbled together out of synoptic-type material,
1

2

Brown 1961 and 1962; the earlier CBQ name of the ﬁrst essay was ‘Incidents that are Units in the
Synoptic Gospels but Dispersed in St John’.
Dodd concludes his ﬁrst book on John with these words, setting forth the agenda for his second,
noting that the crafting of John’s individuated Palestinian tradition for an Ephesian audience would
have in itself determined some of the selections made:
Along such lines as these, I believe that some probable conclusions might be drawn about the
pre-canonical tradition lying behind the prima facie historical statements of the Fourth
Gospel. If it should prove positive to identify such a tradition, then we should have material
in hand which we might compare with our other data, drawn from the Synoptic Gospels or
from sources outside the gospels altogether. Through such comparative study of diﬀerent
strains of tradition we may hope to advance our knowledge of the facts to which they all
refer. [1953: 453]
With these words, Dodd deﬁnes explicitly the historical interests of both of his Johannine
monographs, a fact too easily missed if the ﬁrst book is considered without noting its preparative
relation to the second.

176
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serving the theological interests of the Evangelist rather than historical
ones, Brown’s early analyses eﬀectively challenge several of the bases for
preferring Synoptic over Johannine historicity, thus bolstering Dodd’s
overall programme.
While this does not demonstrate John’s historicity, it shows that the
case against John’s historicity can just as easily be argued against Mark
and narratives built upon it. While incidents uniﬁed in the Synoptics
are at times found dispersed in John, this is not the end of the story.
A similar analysis could also be performed regarding incidents that are
dispersed in the Synoptics but are more uniﬁed in John. Such is the focus
of the present chapter, bearing considerable implications for understanding the origin and character of historical tradition underlying the Fourth
Gospel. More speciﬁcally, while Dodd shows that John’s tradition has its
own claims to historicity alongside those of the Synoptics, and while
Brown demonstrates that bases for discounting Johannine historicity are
equally found in the Synoptics, noting Johannine coherence – when
traditional units are compared with dispersed presentations of parallel
incidents in the Synoptics – argues for a favouring of Johannine historicity at several key points. This also oﬀers valuable clues as to how the
Gospels were written, including John’s distinctive relationship to other
traditions.

Dodd’s contribution and Brown’s approach
Following the ﬁrst edition of C. K. Barrett’s commentary, inferences of
John’s spiritualizing units in the Synoptics and of building them into its
narrative began to grow, thus challenging a robust argument for Johannine
independence as put forward by P. Gardner-Smith (1938).3 Barrett’s
approach, expanded later by the Leuven School, provides a means of
assessing John’s historicity by comparing its rendering of Jesus’ ministry
with known sources (the Synoptics) rather than with hypothetical ones,
3

Dodd refers to Barrett as siding with ‘the older view’ (1963: 8; cf. Barrett 1955), partially based on a
ﬂawed inference of the early deaths of both sons of Zebedee. Barrett and others err on this point in
that neither Philip of Sides nor George the Sinner believed that John the apostle died early; they both
claim that Papias was his ear-witness, and George locates his death in Ephesus during the reign of
Domitian (cf. Anderson 2011: 104–5). According to Smith:
If Gardner-Smith had done nothing more than convince Professor Dodd, his Cambridge
colleague, of the rightness of his cause, he would have by that achievement alone enormously
advanced the inﬂuence and reception of his own viewpoint. During the middle decades of
the twentieth century, there was no more dominant and inﬂuential ﬁgure among Englishspeaking New Testament scholars than Dodd. [2001: 53]
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which might never have existed.4 The overall weakness of such an
approach, however, in addition to the fact that there are no exact similarities between John and the Synoptics, is that it fails to account for the
potential historicity of the distinctively Johannine witness: eighty per cent
of John is unique, independent of Synoptic reports. If, as Barrett points
out, John at some places may have disagreed with Mark, thus presenting
an alternative rendering with intentionality, the question is why? Was the
Fourth Evangelist, as a dialectical theologian (which, with Barrett, I believe
he was5), simply oﬀering an alternative perspective, or did he do so upon a
historical-knowledge basis? This is where Dodd’s approach contributes
advances over alternatives. Rather than seeing John’s connections with
Mark and other traditions as reﬂecting expansions upon traditions, Dodd
shows how John’s parallel-yet-distinctive presentations reﬂect expansions
upon the ministry of Jesus, expansions that are echoed in other traditions,
but not dependent upon them. This is precisely the approach that Brown
developed in his magisterial two-volume commentary, yet he laid the
groundwork for his approach to John as an independent tradition in his
earlier essays.
Interestingly, Brown’s CBQ essays on John’s historicity were produced
during the period between the appearance of Dodd’s two monographs,
although their revised editions were produced in the light of Dodd’s
second monograph. While the history-of-religions setting of the Johannine
narrative provides the backdrop for interpreting the tradition’s provenance,
development and delivery, its origins cannot be explained on the basis of
mythic assimilation alone. Producing an account of Jesus of Nazareth
within any Graeco-Roman setting, whether in Ephesus or elsewhere,
means that it has connections with religious traditions, but also with other
gospel traditions. Following his comparison–contrast analysis of John
alongside other Jesus traditions, Dodd in his second book (1963: 423) more
pointedly concludes:
The above argument has led to the conclusion that behind the Fourth
Gospel lies an ancient tradition independent of the other gospels, and
meriting serious consideration as a contribution to our knowledge of the
historical facts concerning Jesus Christ. For this conclusion I should claim a
high degree of probability . . . the argument is cumulative and interlocking.

4

5

For analyses of the stylistic, contextual, and theological merits of the masterpiece of Johannine
diachronic studies performed by Rudolf Bultmann (1970), see D. Moody Smith 1965 and Anderson
1996: 1–166.
Barrett 1972; see also Anderson 2004.
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The bases for such a conclusion are several, according to Dodd. Precanonical oral Johannine tradition thus likely included: (i) ‘contact with
an original Aramaic tradition’ going back to ‘the beginnings of Christianity’ and translating Semitisms for Greek audiences; (ii) reﬂections of a
Jewish (Jewish–Christian) setting; (iii) Palestinian topographical, geographical, and chronological features (with especially southern and
Jerusalem-based familiarity); (iv) an early tradition parallel to those behind
the Synoptics, including similar forms, parabolic imagery, similar healings,
and clariﬁcations; (v) historical material completely subsumed under the
Johannine narration. Because of these features, the identiﬁcation of historical tradition in the Fourth Gospel should be regarded by critical scholars
as ‘at least this much’ rather than ‘only this much’ (Dodd 1963: 423–30).
In the outline of his second Johannine monograph, Dodd proceeds to
work from the strongest evidentiary data to the more problematic. Therefore, he begins with narrative sections of the Johannine passion narrative,
the works of Jesus, connections with John the Baptist, then proceeding
to the sayings of Jesus.6 In some ways, Brown picked up where Dodd left
oﬀ, and his two-volume commentary carried further the important essays
he had published earlier, of which the following two are among the most
signiﬁcant.
‘The Problem of Historicity in John’
Brown begins by claiming that
the critical rejection of the historicity of John, so familiar in earlier critical
exegesis, can no longer be maintained. We may still ﬁnd writers stating that
the Fourth Gospel cannot be seriously considered as a witness to the
historical Jesus, but these represent a type of uncritical traditionalism,
which arises with age, even in heterodoxy.7

Rightly noting that the ‘problem’ of John’s historicity has both positive
and negative sides to it, on the positive side, Brown develops three basic
points. First, John seems to have been ﬁnalized around the turn of the ﬁrst
century ce, bolstered by recent discoveries of the Rylands and Bodmer
papyri and a trove of historical-type Palestinian details in John, which
6

7

Independently, this is the same approach taken by the John, Jesus, and History Project in organizing
our sessions on ‘Glimpses of Jesus through the Johannine Lens’ at the national SBL meetings,
moving from the passion narrative in 2008, to the works of Jesus in 2009, to the words of Jesus in
2010. While the death of Jesus is highly theological, this does not imply its historicity.
1965: 187–8. In the note, Brown cites Higgins 1960, Hunter 1960 and Robinson 1959 as bases for his
critical consideration of Johannine historicity.
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cannot be simply dismissed as ‘ﬁctional trappings’ or the adding of ‘personal
names just to give them a ring of authenticity’. The Qumran discoveries
bolster the ‘authentic Palestinian milieu of the Fourth Gospel’, including
John’s dualism, ‘vocabulary, mentality and theological outlook’ (Brown
1965: 188–9). Thus, ‘No other Gospel gives us such a wealth of place names,
exact locations, and such a varied list of active dramatis personae.’8
Secondly, Brown challenges as a false dichotomy the claim that John
and the Synoptics cannot both represent historical traditions. False is the
assumption that, if ‘the Synoptic Gospels are themselves histories, and
therefore, if Jn is historical, it has to agree with them’ – that is, on all
points, both major and minor (1965: 190). Such a claim would not be made
of most histories claiming both ﬁrst-hand knowledge of a subject and
presenting a somewhat diﬀerent set of accounts. Of course, even the
diﬀerences are not as striking as they may initially seem, as many of them
simply represent diﬀerences in wording or presentation of similar sayings
and events. A further fallacy lies with evaluating any of the Gospels as
‘historical’ in the modern sense – and judged by such anachronistic
measures. All of them have deeply theological interests, aﬀecting the
organization, selection, and presentation of material.9
Thirdly, in addition to few of the diﬀerences being all that incompatible, none of the similarities between John and the Synoptics is entirely
identical. Therefore, while some Johannine familiarity with the Synoptics
is a likely inference (at least with Mark), such cannot be limited to their
ﬁnalized written forms, nor even the same sort of relationship between
John and any of the other traditions.10 For instance, as John and Mark
uniquely share the details of the 200 and 300 denarii and the reference to
the costly ointment as pure nard (John 12:3; Mark 14:3), this and other
contacts suggest ‘a certain crisscross transferal of details’,11 but not the
8

9

10

11

1965: 188. Brown goes on to show how such Johannine localities are conﬁrmed by archaeological
ﬁnds regarding the two pools at Bethesda, Bethany near Jerusalem and Bethany beyond the Jordan,
Ephraim, and the Lithostrotos, citing three works by W. F. Albright (1922–3, 1956, 1960) and other
archaeological ﬁndings.
Given the parallels between the contents of Mark and the outline of Peter’s preaching in Acts
10:37–41, Brown regards the traditional view, that Mark included at least some of Peter’s preaching
material (1965: 191 n. 12), as a plausible explanation for the historical-and-theological character of
Mark’s material.
Therefore, particular contacts with each of the four Synoptic traditions (if we include Q) must be
carried out, with inferences following, if any headway on the Synoptic–Johannine problem is to be
addressed eﬀectively. This is the approach I have argued in several settings, including Anderson
2006: 101–26.
1965: 195. Brown also comments in nn. 23 and 25 on the possibility of inﬂuence going both
directions between the Johannine and Lucan traditions. He doubts that John 6 is ‘simply taken
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literary dependence of John upon any of the Synoptics. Further, despite
the theological features of the Johannine narrative, many of John’s
treatments of common materials reﬂect ‘less theological organisation’
than those of the Synoptics. Building further upon Dodd’s conclusion
that, in many cases ‘the Johannine form of the words [logia] is independent of that of the Synoptics’, Brown aﬃrms the self-standing autonomy
of the Johannine tradition as an alternative and apostolic memory of
Jesus’ ministry – often with superior claims to historicity.12 Nonetheless,
valuing John’s historicity also has its limits. First, while John’s subject
includes historical details, the purpose of its writing is not promoting
historicity-as-such, but theological – seeking to help believers continue
believing in Jesus as the Christ (John 20:30–1).13 Therefore, while real
feasts in Jerusalem are mentioned, the interest is less historical and more
focused on increasing the faith of John’s audience. Thus, Brown wisely
cautions, ‘the Johannine position cannot be taken as the historical one
without careful examination’.
A second limitation of John’s historicity involves inferences regarding
the source of the Johannine tradition, especially as the ﬁnal writer claims
not to have been the Beloved Disciple (John 21:24). Even if someone like
John the son of Zebedee is thought to have been the originative source
of the Johannine tradition, he cannot be seen as the ﬁnal editor, who may
even have played an authorial role. This may account for the ‘composite
nature’ of the Last Discourses (John 13–17), John 6 and other parts of John
(Brown 1965: 201). As a result, while a good deal of historical memory is
apparently present in the Fourth Gospel, the fact that some parts seem to
have been added by a ﬁnal editor makes it diﬃcult to use John as a
chronological basis for sketching the history of Jesus’ ministry.

12

13

over from the Synoptics’ (versus S. Mender, n. 26) and favours the view that engagement in the oral
stages of the Johannine and Synoptic traditions most likely reﬂects a ‘fusion by a type of osmosis’ as
described by Borgen (1958–9: 246–59). Within my overall theory of Johannine–Synoptic relations,
I refer to this cross-inﬂuence as interﬂuence, occurring most plausibly between the pre-Marcan and
early Johannine traditions and the Matthean and later Johannine traditions (1996: 98–104, 170–92,
227–40, 256, 262).
1965: 196–7. While departing from this view later, Brown here claims that there is ‘No better
candidate for authorship . . . than John, son of Zebedee, one of the Twelve’. In doing so (n. 31), he
refers to C. H. Dodd’s essay and second monograph (1955–6, 1963).
Brown (1965: 199) asserts that the rhetorical thrust of the Evangelist’s purpose, according to John 20:31,
is pastoral rather than apologetic. If, however, John’s supplementary material – as put forth by Lindars
and followed by Ashton and myself – reﬂects later concerns for unity, such concerns may also have
inﬂuenced the ‘continue to believe’ textual renderings of 20:31 over the earlier apologetic rendering.
Historical challenges remain the same, however, even if John’s ﬁrst edition was more apologetic and
the ﬁnal edition (as I believe) was more pastoral (Anderson 2011: 85–6, 141–4). There is no such thing
as ‘non-rhetorical history’; even claims of objectivity over subjectivity are themselves rhetorical.
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Finally, Brown reﬂects on several places in which Johannine and Synoptic traditions appear to dovetail with each other. After an extended
analysis of Annie Jaubert’s (1965) attempt to harmonize the Johannine
and Synoptic datings of the Last Supper as reﬂecting the 14th and 15th of
Nissan according to two calendars, Brown rejects her approach, siding
with John’s historicity over and against the Synoptics. According to
Brown, ‘In the Synoptic preaching tradition . . . this meal with Passover
features became a Passover meal; and from there it was just a step to the
idea that the evening when the meal was eaten was the Passover.’14
‘Incidents that are Units in the Synoptic Gospels but Dispersed in St John’
In this essay, Brown sets out ‘to see if our two traditions have narrated the
same basic historic incidents in very dissimilar ways. For our purpose we
shall take four scenes presented as units in the Synoptics but whose
members are seemingly scattered in Jn’ (1965: 246). In approaching each
of these scenarios, Brown addresses two preliminary problems, assuming
their basic historicity: (a) are there discrepancies between the Synoptic
presentations; and (b) is there a basis for eyewitness testimony behind
them? He then proceeds to note parallels in John in order to see where the
similarities (as well as diﬀerences) might lead.
The ﬁrst scene considered is the agony in the garden (Matt. 26:36–46;
Mark 14:32–42; Luke 22:40–6), and on problem (a), Matthew and Mark
present the agony in a three-part way, while Luke does so in a unity;15
neither presentation is overall implausible. On problem (b), it is hard to
understand how disciples would have witnessed the events if they were
either separated from Jesus or asleep. Connections with John, however,
are interesting. The ‘hour’ of Jesus is distributed throughout the Johannine
narrative; the agony of Jesus is featured more in John 12:23–30; ‘let us
depart’ is declared by Jesus at the Last Supper (14:31); and the severing of
the servant’s ear and Jesus’ command to put away the sword occurs in the
garden scene in John 18:10–11. Among solutions to these issues, Brown
14

15

1965: 217. A further point in favour of Brown’s judgement, here, is the fact that even in the
Synoptics Jesus is not portrayed as being killed on the Passover; rather, Mark 15:42 notes that the
cruciﬁxion took place on the Day of Preparation (i.e. the day before the Sabbath), and if John is
correct in asserting that the cruciﬁxion took place on the Day of Preparation for the Passover, noting
that the Sabbath that year was a high day (i.e. the Passover), then it cannot be said that Mark claims
Jesus was killed on the Passover, despite the Last Supper being described as a Passover meal in Mark.
Brown’s homiletical reading of the Marcan chronology here favours Johannine historicity, whatever
the Johannine narrator’s motivation.
Jesus addresses his disciples three times in Mark and Matthew.
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notes that Synoptic traditions have apparently gathered material together
for the rendering of Jesus’ agony in their narratives, perhaps reﬂecting a bit
of borrowing either from the Johannine tradition or from an earlier bank
of material not yet organized into homiletical patterns.
The second scene, the Caiaphas trial (Matt. 26:59–68; Mark 14:55–65;
Luke 22:66–71), bears similar liabilities with relation to problems (a)
and (b). There are considerable diﬀerences among the Synoptics, and,
if the disciples were not present, the elements presented could be an
amalgam of details gathered into a narrative whole (although such
sources as Nicodemus or Joseph of Arimathea could have reported
accounts). Details occurring in John include the false witnesses contributing (with some confusion) a detail found only in John 2:19 about
destroying the temple and raising it up in three days; questions to Jesus
by the high priest bearing echoes in John 10:24–36 and 18:31; a reference
to something resembling a trial before Caiaphas being mentioned in John
11:47–53; and the Synoptic introduction of Ps. 110:1 having a parallel with
Jesus’ Son of Man saying in John 1:51, the only Son of Man saying in
John outside of a larger discourse. Again, while the Synoptic accounts of
Caiaphas may be rooted in historical memory, the fact that they include
distributed contacts with John may reﬂect its tradition as providing a
historical resource for other Gospels.
Thirdly, the temptation of Jesus (Matt. 4:1–11; Mark 1:12–13; Luke 4:1–13)
bears some interesting inter-traditional implications. On problem (a),
Matthew and Luke add the three temptations with Satan in the wilderness
(likely drawn from the Q tradition), reversing the order of the second and
third. On problem (b), Jesus was alone, so no one would have been present
to witness the bases for the accounts. When compared with John, each of
the three temptation accounts ﬁnds its own set of echoes, albeit in more
realism-oriented settings. On the temptation to turn loaves into bread,
John’s presentation of the feeding of the 5,000 and ensuing discussions
certainly has echoes with the Q tradition, including the citing of Scripture
by the tempter and by Jesus (John 6:1–45); the prince of this world is
overcome by Jesus (12:31; 14:30; 16:11), and Jesus’ kingdom is not of this
world (18:36); references to Deut. 8:3 are expanded upon by Jesus, who
gives life, while Satan is a murderer (John 6:49–50; 8:44); and the brothers
of Jesus taunt him, asking for a sign so that people might believe in him
(7:1–4). Again, while one cannot discount the possibility of an actual
temptation of Jesus in the wilderness, features of the three main Synoptic
temptations certainly bear Johannine echoes connected with more mundane and historically grounded incidents.
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Fourthly, the confession of Peter (Matt. 16:13–20; Mark 8:27–30; Luke
9:18–21) ﬁts within a larger sequence of incidents (bread multiplication,
sea crossing, request for a sign, discourse on bread, Peter’s confession, the
passion theme and its denial), which Brown feels ‘has not been given
suﬃcient attention in determining the relation of the Johannine and the
Synoptic traditions’.16 Despite signiﬁcant diﬀerences, Jesus asks probative questions about who people say he is, or whether his disciples will
stay with him; ‘ﬂesh and blood’ is noted in John as what Jesus’ followers
must be willing to ingest ( John 6:53–8), while such is not the source of
Peter’s confession in Matt. 16:17–19, and Simon bar Jona’s name is
changed in Matt. 16:18 and in John 1:41–2; additional Christological
confessions are made in John 1:38–49; Jesus is addressed as the Lord,
a Petrine recognition on the sea, which is common to Matt. 14:28 and
John 21:7; and Petrine associations with leadership are also found in John
21:15–17 and elsewhere. Therefore, while the diﬀerences are many, Brown
believes that John ‘once again has supplied the basic historic framework’
(1965: 270) for presentations and developments of Peter’s confession in
the Synoptics.
While he does not oﬀer an overall theory on John’s relation to particular Synoptic traditions, Brown, as a result of his analysis, concludes
(1965: 271):
But if there is any one common denominator, if there is a collective
impression, as we promised, it is that when the two traditions diﬀer, we
are not always to assume facilely that the Synoptic Gospels are recording
the historic fact and that Jn has theologically reorganized the data. In the
cases we have studied, an interesting case can be made out for the basic
historicity of the Johannine picture and for theological reorganization
on the part of the Synoptic Gospels. We are coming to realize more and
more that the critics have played us false in their minimal estimate of the
historicity of the Fourth Gospel.

John and the Synoptics: a bi-optic approach
Building on the most persuasive elements of the works of Brown, Barrett,
Dodd, Bultmann, Lindars, and others, I have approached the Fourth
Gospel’s origin and development with an overall theory of John’s dialogical
16

1965: 265. Indeed, this is a central reason for focusing on John 6 as a case study for assessing the
character and origin of John’s theological, historical, and theological tensions in Anderson 1996,
2006, and 2011.
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autonomy involving several relevant components.17 Most speciﬁcally,
John and Mark deserve consideration as the bi-optic Gospels, with each
possessing an independent set of impressions regarding the ministry of
Jesus and developing distinctively-yet-interactively from day one. If the
Johannine evangelist (with Mackay, here18) had at least heard the Marcan
narrative read in one or more meetings for worship, this would account
for John’s ﬁrst edition also beginning with the ministry of the Baptist,
continuing in ministry in Galilee and Judea, and culminating in a ﬁnal
visit to Jerusalem at Jesus’ ﬁnal Passover. It would also account for some
of John’s diﬀerences with Mark as reﬂecting an intentional corrective
to the Marcan presentation, plausibly including an early temple incident
as an inaugural sign, Jesus’ positive reception in Galilee instead of a
Nazareth rejection, multiple visits to Jerusalem, and presentations of the
early ministry of Jesus (i.e. the ﬁrst two signs as ﬁlling out the ministry of
Jesus before Mark 1) as well as his Judean ministry (i.e. three signs in
Jerusalem and Bethany versus a predominantly Galilean ministry in
Mark). Therefore, while Matthew and Luke built upon Mark, the ﬁrst
edition of John appears to have built around Mark. Rather than ahistoricity, John’s distinctive presentations may be seen to reﬂect an alternative
history, which is ﬁlled out further in the ﬁnal edition of John, whereby
the adding of John 6 and 21 standardizes the Johannine witness alongside
the others.19
In that sense, while the completed Johannine Gospel was likely the last
of the canonical Gospels to have been ﬁnalized, it still contains a good deal

17

18

19

I have argued these points in many places throughout my many books and essays on John, but the
most succinct presentation of my overall theory is laid out in chapter 6 of Riddles, ‘The Dialogical
Autonomy of the Fourth Gospel’ (2011: 125–55). See also Anderson 2006: 37–41, and the new
introduction to Christology (1996; 2010: xxxv–lxxxix). Especially relevant to the present discussion
are three major paradigms: a two-edition theory of John’s composition, an individuated analysis of
the Johannine tradition’s distinctive relations to parallel traditions (a bi-optic hypothesis), and a
longitudinal overview of the Johannine situation involving three phases and at least two crises
within each phase. Various elements of this overall theory will be conﬁrmed in the analysis that
follows.
Important here is Mackay 2004, where he notes similarities between Mark’s and John’s structures
and conjectures that at least some familiarity with Mark is a strong inference, plausibly resulting
from hearing Mark read among the churches rather than possessing a written text. That view allows
for general familiarity while still accommodating the fact that similarities do not appear to result
from literary borrowing. Also compelling is Richard Bauckham’s 1998 essay, where he sees John’s
narrative as correcting Mark’s here and there.
This case is argued more fully elsewhere; a more nuanced view of John’s historicity and relations to
other traditions allows a measured inference of at least eight ways in which John corroborates the
Synoptic witness, and likewise where the Synoptics or John seem more historically sound (Anderson
2006: 127–73).
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of primitive tradition, likely representing an individuated memory of Jesus
and his ministry – whoever the Evangelist may or may not have been.20
Incidents cohering in John and dispersed in the Synoptics
While the value of Brown’s analysis shows it cannot be claimed that the
synthesizing of traditional material into a whole is a uniquely Johannine
phenomenon – it also can be observed in Mark – it is also the case that
some incidents distributed in the Synoptics cohere in John. If Brown’s
approach functioned to challenge the discrediting of John’s witness as a
reﬂection of historical knowledge or memory, might the inference of the
converse argue the opposite? Perhaps, but not necessarily; a ﬁnal analysis
will suggest plausible implications at the end of this chapter. Many more
examples could be considered of course, but the following are among
the most telling incidents that cohere in John but are distributed in the
Synoptics.
1. The calling of disciples
While the calling narratives in John and the Synoptics are entirely diﬀerent, three features are clear. First, the numbers of disciples are very
diﬀerent; twelve are called and named in the Synoptics, whereas only ﬁve
become followers of Jesus in John 1, and Nathanael is not named in the
Synoptics. Secondly, the Synoptic calling narratives are presented in far
more programmatic ways, as Jesus speciﬁcally invites individuals and
groups: ‘Follow me’. In John, however, disciples of the Baptist leave him
and follow Jesus, sometimes calling each other to become a follower of
Jesus. Thirdly, while there is one primary calling narrative in John 1, there
are several in the Synoptics, as though a single incident is reported several
times, or clusters of incidents are included due to the importance of the
motif. Of course, it is not implausible that Jesus may have called both
individuals and groups to follow him, perhaps even more than once, and
that disciples may also have been involved in recruiting others, so one
20

Here, Brown’s change of mind regarding the identity of the Beloved Disciple (1979: 31–4), away
from a member of the twelve because of his juxtaposition with Peter, is less than convincing.
Indeed, a departure from the more charismatic leadership of Jesus toward hierarchical and structural
models of church governance as represented in Matt. 16:17–19 would have been opposed in the
name of apostolic memory, especially if the primacy-loving Diotrephes of 3 John 1:9–10 was
appealing to such legitimation of his leadership in ways inhospitable to Johannine Christians.
And, given the noting of Acts 4:19–20 as an overlooked ﬁrst-century clue to Johannine authorship,
Brown’s judgement here deserves critical reconsideration (Anderson 1996: 221–50, 274–7).
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calling narrative cannot historically displace another. Nonetheless, noting
the multiplicity of presentations in the Synoptics is interesting when
compared with the more understated and informal Johannine rendering.
Mark 1:16–20 launches the public ministry of Jesus with his calling of
the ﬁshermen by the Sea of Galilee. To Simon and his brother Andrew,
casting their nets, Jesus declares, ‘Follow me, and I will make you ﬁsh for
people.’ Finding, then, the sons of Zebedee, James and John, mending
their nets, Jesus invites them to do the same, which they do directly. They
leave their father and the servants in the boat and follow Jesus; from there
Jesus launches into his public ministry in Capernaum and beyond. As
usual, Matthew follows Mark quite closely (Matt. 4:18–22), although Luke
expands the passage, conﬂating it with Mark 4:1–2 (teaching people from
a boat) and what seems an echo of the great catch of ﬁsh in John 21:1–14
(Luke 5:1–11).21 What the appendix of the Fourth Gospel presents as a
‘re-calling’ of Peter, Luke integrates into the original calling, spiritualizing
the putting of the nets down into the ‘deep water’ (instead of on the right
side of the boat) and presenting Peter’s dialogue with Jesus as repentance
from sin rather than as a challenge to nurturing pastoral service (John
21:15–17; Luke 5:8). What Luke and Matthew both illustrate is the mathetēic value of Jesus’ call to discipleship, as his exhortation to ‘follow me’ is
expanded upon beyond its four presentations in Mark (Mark 1:17; 2:14;
8:34; 10:21; cf. Matt. 4:19; 8:22; 9:9; 10:38; 16:24; 19:21; Luke 5:27; 9:23, 59;
14:27; 18:22). The motif also appears in John (1:43; 10:27; 12:26; 21:19, 22),
and independently so.
A second cluster of calling narratives in Mark involves the calling of
individuals beyond the ﬁrst four. In Mark 2:13–17 Jesus calls Levi son
of Alphaeus (although the son of Alphaeus in Mark 3:18; Matt. 10:3; Luke
6:15; Acts 1:13 is listed as ‘James’), apparently a tax collector in Capernaum.
Upon dining with tax gatherers and sinners – calling not the righteous but
the sinners – Jesus raises the ire of scribes and Pharisees. Matthew and
Luke follow Mark quite closely here (Matt. 9:9–13; Luke 5:27–32),
although Matthew changes the name to ‘Matthew’ and adds for a second
time a reference to Hos. 6:6 (‘I desire mercy, not sacriﬁce’, see also Matt.
12:7), and Luke refers to the dining as a ‘great feast’ in the house of Levi.
Jesus also calls the rich man to follow him, but alas, his possessions pose
an obstacle to authentic discipleship (Mark 10:17–22; Matt. 19:16–22;
21

Here as elsewhere Luke harmonizes the details from Mark and John; indeed, at least six dozen times
Luke adds Johannine details or features not originally included in Mark, whereas predominantly
distinctive Lucan passages are missing from John.
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Luke 18:18–23). The passage is followed by the other two Synoptic writers,
although Matthew calls him ‘young’ and Luke refers to him as a ‘ruler’.
The Q tradition also features a calling to follow the Son of Man, and this
unit functions to expose the lame excuses of those resisting the costs of
discipleship (Matt. 8:18–22; Luke 9:57–62). In general terms, Jesus invites
all would-be followers to deny themselves, take up their crosses, and
follow him, and this passage is also followed by Matthew and Luke (Mark
8:34–9:1; Matt. 16:24–8; Luke 9:23–7). Interestingly, John 12:25 renders
similar language regarding the losing of life among those wishing to save
it, and vice versa, and in the material surrounding Peter’s confession in
John 6 the ‘way of the cross’ is also exhorted, albeit in diﬀerent terms.
A third feature of the Synoptic calling motif is the programmatic calling
of the twelve in Mark 3:13–19, followed fairly closely by Matt. 10:1–4 and
Luke 6:12–16. Having gone up a mountain (Luke adds, ‘to pray’) Mark’s
Jesus calls his disciples to be with him, followed by sending them out to
preach and cast out demons. Here the names of the twelve are listed,
although Mark’s reference to James and John as ‘sons of thunder’ (boanērges,
Mark 3:17) is omitted in Matthew and Luke. While Mark uses the programmatic calling of the twelve as an occasion for exposing the unbelieving
rejection of Jesus by the religious authorities, Matthew employs it as a
platform for sending out the twelve in apostolic ministry (Matt. 10:5–16),
harmonizing this passage with Jesus’ sending out the twelve in Mark 6:7.
Matthew adds ‘ﬁrst’ before the name of Peter (Matt. 10:2), whose primacy
is noted elsewhere in Matthean perspective (Matt. 16:17–19; 18:21–35), and
Luke refers to Simon the Canaanean as ‘the zealot’ (Luke 6:15). Luke
includes a briefer reference to the ministry of the twelve (connecting the
material expanded by Matthew with a unit likely from Q, presenting it
elsewhere as the sending out of the seventy, Luke 10:1–12), but then uses the
event as an introduction to Jesus’ sermon on the plain (Luke 6:17–49). In all
these passages the calling of the twelve is featured programmatically as a
platform for Jesus’ expanded ministry – likely rooted in preaching about
Jesus, gathered into a narrative by Mark. The mention of ‘the twelve’ in
John, however, follows Peter’s confession, whereupon Jesus declares, ‘I did
not call you, the twelve [i.e. to escape suﬀering and martyrdom], and yet one
of you is a devil’ (John 6:70).22
22

Jesus’ statement here is often translated as a question, but a declaration ﬁts the contextual meaning
better. Just as Peter had objected to the suﬀering of the Son of Man in Mark 8:31–3, Peter is
portrayed in John 6:69 as associating Jesus with thaumaturgic power (Mark 1:24) with the same
implications for his followers: a calling to embrace the way of the cross. In bi-optic perspective the
Marcan and Johannine Jesus calls for the willingness of disciples to suﬀer with their Lord if required
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By contrast, the calling narrative in John 1:35–51 is less programmatic
and more incidental. Rather than Jesus being presented as taking the
initiative (as in John 6:6), it is John the Baptist who plays the role of
initiatory agent, pointing his own disciples to Jesus. An unnamed disciple
and Andrew therefore follow Jesus and stay with him, as it is near the end
of the day. Andrew then brings his brother Simon to Jesus, whom Jesus
nicknames Kēphas, the Aramaic word for ‘rock’ (translated Petros). Jesus
then decides to go to Capernaum, and upon ﬁnding Philip from Bethsaida
(described as the city of Andrew and Peter) invites him to ‘follow me’.
Philip then ﬁnds Nathanael (later noted as ‘of Cana’, John 21:2), who is
described by Jesus as one in whom there is nothing false. Interestingly,
in only one case does Jesus call one of these ﬁve individuals to be his
follower; others simply come to Jesus or are brought by others to him.
A good deal of this presentation seems unplanned and spontaneous, and
yet the results are highly theological, as Christological aﬃrmations are
extensive. John declares Jesus to be ‘the Lamb of God’ (vv. 29, 36), his
ﬁrst followers call Jesus Rabbi (translated ‘teacher’, v. 38), Andrew declares
they had found the Messias (translated ‘Christ’, v. 41), Philip declares Jesus
to be ‘the one of whom Moses and the prophets wrote – Jesus, Son of
Joseph from Nazareth’ (v. 45), Nathanael refers to Jesus as ‘the Son of God’
and ‘the King of Israel’ (v. 49), and Jesus refers to himself as ‘the Son of
Man’ (v. 51).
Using Brown’s distinction between preaching tradition and traditional
memory, several things become apparent. First, given the multiplicity of
accounts, it is not implausible that Jesus may have exhorted people to
follow him at various times – at the beginning but also elsewhere during
his ministry – inviting discipleship and yet warning of its costs and
implications. And, he may have indeed called individuals as well as groups,
perhaps more than once. Thus, it could be that the callings of individuals
and groups reﬂect traditional memory, preserved somewhat authentically
in the various gospel accounts. A second point, though, is that elements of
preaching and discipleship instruction are notable in bi-optic presentations
of the calling narratives. Noting that Peter, for instance, is exhorted to
follow Jesus more than once by the Lord, it is not unlikely that this became
a part of his own preaching ministry, or preaching about him by others,
accounting for some of the gospel emphases, especially those underlying
Mark. Such a theme as the cost of discipleship was preached in all
by the truth; in both cases Peter objects, and in both cases Jesus challenges the objection. The
language is diﬀerent, but the associative meanings are remarkably similar; cf. Anderson 1996: 221–51.
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likelihood as a way of linking Jesus’ instructions with the challenging
situations of believers in later generations, so even if it reﬂected later
preaching, it cannot be divorced from historical tradition. Thirdly, the
calling narratives in the Synoptics and in John served programmatic
functions, although in diﬀerent ways. While the naming of the twelve in
Mark may have served a historical function, clarifying who the twelve
apostles were, it also echoes the Jewish hope for the restoration of the
twelve tribes of Israel scattered in the diaspora. Such also became a basis for
apostolic leadership in the second and third generations of the Christian
movement, which provided a basis for the emergence of institutional over
familial forms of leadership. The programmatic function of the Johannine
calling narrative appears more Christological and confessional, emphasizing a variety of convictions regarding Jesus as the Messiah/Christ. The
other features of John 1, however, appear to be rooted in familiarity with
places and persons rather than homiletical interests, so John 1:19–51 appears
to have a fair bit of historical memory behind it as well as theological
importance.
2. The temple incident
In addition to the temple incident being portrayed at diﬀerent times in
bi-optic perspective, as the culmination of Jesus’ ministry in the Synoptics
and as its inauguration in John, an interesting feature is referentiality.
Mark introduces the Jerusalem sequence with Jesus and his disciples
drawing near to to the city (Bethphage, Bethany, and the Mount of Olives)
and commissioning his disciples to procure a young donkey upon which
to ride (Mark 11:1–10). Upon entering the temple area, Mark alone notes
that Jesus looked around at everything but then departed to Bethany, as it
was late (Mark 11:11). Matthew presents Jesus as clearing the temple and
returning to Bethany after the incident (Matt. 21:10–17). Mark presents
Jesus as cursing the ﬁg tree on the way to the temple incident; Matthew
presents it on the next day following the temple incident (Mark 11:12–14;
Matt. 21:18–19).
Elements of the actual incident in Mark include the following: they
come to Jerusalem, Jesus enters the temple and begins to drive out sellers
and buyers, he overturns the tables of money changers and the seats of
pigeon sellers, and he disrupts those carrying things through the temple,
teaching from Isa. 56:7 and Jer. 7:11 that ‘my house shall be called a house
of prayer for all nations’, but they had made it into a ‘den of thieves’ (Mark
11:15–17). Matthew crops the detail about disrupting those who carry
things through the temple and the phrase ‘of all nations’ (Matt. 21:12–13).
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Luke’s version is even more condensed; no particulars are mentioned
regarding the sellers or those driven out of the temple, and ‘for all nations’
is also omitted (Luke 19:45–6). Matthew then adds a paragraph about Jesus
performing healings on the lame and the blind in the temple area, with
children crying out, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David!’ The indignation of the
chief priests and scribes prompts Jesus to cite Ps. 8:2 regarding perfect
praise emerging from the mouths of babes and sucklings (Matt. 21:14–17).
Luke adds a brief note regarding Jesus’ teaching daily in the temple (19:47),
and following the incident Mark and Matthew expand upon the withered
ﬁg tree (Mark 11:20–6; Matt. 21:18–22).
The Johannine rendering has Jesus going up to Jerusalem at the Jewish
festival of Passover, whereupon Jesus, ﬁnding in the temple those who were
selling oxen, sheep, and pigeons, drives them out, making a whip of cords. He
also pours out the coins of the money changers and overturns their tables,
rebuking the pigeon sellers for making his Father’s house a house of trade.
The narrator then cites Ps. 69:9 about being consumed by zeal for God’s
house, and the Jewish leaders challenge Jesus’ authority, asking what sign
legitimates his action. Jesus declares, ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days
I will raise it up.’ Failing to understand a reference to the resurrection, they
complain that the temple has been under construction for forty-six years; a
three-day reconstruction sounds impossible. The narrator, however, connects
the saying to a prophecy regarding Jesus being raised from the dead after three
days, and notes that the disciples remembered believingly the Scripture and
the word of Jesus in post-resurrection consciousness (John 2:13–22).
The incident is alluded to several times later in the Johannine narrative.
Directly, many in Jerusalem believe in Jesus on account of his signs,
apparently regarding the temple incident as a sign (John 2:23); Nicodemus
seems to refer to such in John 3:2. In John 4:43–5 Galileans had reportedly
witnessed his ministry at the festival in Jerusalem, and, in contrast to the
unreceptive Nazarenes (Mark 6:1–6), the Galileans receive him believingly,
as did the Samaritans earlier. Upon Jesus’ return visit to Jerusalem, the
religious leaders are already plotting to kill him after the healing on the
Sabbath; mounting opposition seems to have been a factor (John 5:18). On
the basis of Jesus’ signs performed in Judea some are favourably impressed
(7:31; 9:16; 11:47), although others do not believe (12:37). Jesus is described
as visiting and teaching further in the temple area (5:14; 7:14, 28; 8:20;
10:23), and Jesus himself declares he has taught openly in the temple
(18:20), the locus of much resistance from the Jewish leaders in John. By
contrast, the challenging of Jesus’ authority by the chief priest and scribes
in Mark follows Jesus’ next visit to Jerusalem shortly after the temple
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incident, and Matthew and Luke follow Mark on this account (Mark
11:27–33; Matt. 21:23–7; Luke 20:1–8). This provides an occasion for Jesus’
parable on the wicked tenants of the vineyard and their killing of the
owner’s son, a connection clearly made by Mark as narrator (Mark 12:1–12;
Matt. 21:33–46; Luke 20:9–19).
In terms of referentiality, Jesus anticipates the Jerusalem events in Mark
10:32–4, and the temple incident becomes pivotal in the challenging of his
authority. In John, there is no anticipation of the temple incident, but it is
referred to later in the text, and Jesus’ controversies with the Jerusalem
authorities continue in chs. 5 and 7–12. An interesting interﬂuential issue
emerges, though, in that each of the three of the Synoptic Gospels includes
references to Jerusalem events reported only in John. First, in Mark’s
presentation of the Jewish trial of Jesus, people bearing false testimony
declare that they heard Jesus say that he would tear down this temple and
build it up in three days – a temple not made with human hands (Mark
14:56–9; followed in Matt. 26:61). Additionally, derisive comments by
passers-by at the cross chide Jesus for having said he would destroy the
temple and build it up again in three days, yet he cannot bring himself
down from the cross (Mark 15:29–30; followed in Matt. 27:40). Both of
these accusations refer directly to what is said by Jesus only in John 2:19,
although with some degree of distortion. Secondly, in Matthew’s added
paragraph after the temple incident, the narrator notes that Jesus healed
the lame and the blind in the temple area – healings found only in the
Fourth Gospel (Matt. 21:14; John 5:1–9; 9:1–7). Thirdly, Luke’s added
paragraph also refers to Jesus teaching in the temple day after day (19:47;
20:1; 21:37–8; 22:53), going beyond the singular reference in Mark 14:49
(also Matt. 26:55) and apparently showing some knowledge of the fuller
set of presentations of Jesus’ teaching in the temple in John 7:28, 8:20,
10:22–30, and noted by Jesus directly in John 18:20.
In these ways at least, not only does the later Johannine narrative make
reference to the Johannine temple incident, but each of the other Gospels
makes some independent reference to events in Jerusalem associated with
the temple incident and Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem found only in John.
While some scholars might conjecture that this implies Synoptic dependence on the Johannine tradition, such may over-interpret the evidence.23
23

See e.g. Hofrichter (2002), who explains Johannine–Marcan similarities as a factor that John was the
ﬁrst gospel written, and that Mark has made use of John. While John has a good deal of primitive
material in it, it also possesses material commensurate with the Johannine Epistles and was probably
ﬁnalized after their completion.
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Referentiality could be a factor of traditional interﬂuence in any number of
ways, including associative echoes among oral traditions or even independent memories of similar events. What cannot be maintained is the view
that the Johannine rendering of the temple incident and associated features
is totally unique and isolated. It is referred to in ways internal and external
to the Johannine narration, hence lending some credibility to its traditional and historical character.
3. The feeding, sea crossing, discussion, and confession of Peter
By far the most extensive example of incidents uniﬁed in John and
distributed in the Synoptic traditions are the elements related to John 6.
Indeed, I have called John 6 the Grand Central Station of Johannine Critical
Issues,24 and, other than John 18–19, this is the passage containing the most
extensive parallels between John and the other Gospels. Additionally, it
marks the turning-point of Jesus’ ministry in John, contains diﬀerent
literary forms, and features a number of theological issues. Therefore,
making use of John 6 as a case study for addressing a host of John’s
literary, historical, and theological riddles will have implications for Johannine, gospel, and even Jesus studies – let alone understanding better the
origins of John’s theological tensions. Therefore, while the issues evoked
by this diﬃcult chapter are many, the critical scholar sidesteps John 6 and
its attending issues at his or her peril.
The one miracle included in all four Gospels is the feeding of the 5,000
(Mark 6:32–44; Matt. 14:13–21; Luke 9:10–17; John 6:1–15), and yet Mark
and Matthew also include a second feeding incident (the feeding of the
4,000: Mark 8:1–10; Matt. 15:32–9) and a sea crossing (Mark 6:45–52;
Matt. 14:22–33), as does John (6:16–21). As Brown noted, a very diﬀerent
temptation narrative (also regarding bread) is found in the Q tradition
with some similarities to the crowd’s seeking of another feeding in John
6:22–40 (Matt. 4:1–11; Luke 4:1–13), and discussions of signs, loaves, and
leaven continue in the Synoptic accounts, albeit in disjointed ways
(Mark 8:11–21; Matt. 16:1–12; 12:38–9; Luke 11:16, 29; 12:1, 54–6). The
way of the cross (Mark 8:31–9:1; Matt. 21–8; Luke 9:22–7; John 6:51–66) is
described diversely in association with Peter’s confession – before the
confession in John (6:67–71) and after it in the Synoptics (Mark 8:27–30;
Matt. 16:13–20; Luke 9:18–21). To the fuller confession of Peter in Matthew
24

This case is argued more fully in Anderson 1997, and an extended analysis of John 6 and its
implications for a larger set of literary, historical, and theological issues is carried out in Anderson
1996: 167–265.
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is added the keys-to-the-kingdom passage, which functions to imbue
institutional authority to successors of the apostles; John’s presentation
of Peter’s confession shows him aﬃrming Jesus’ authority rather than
receiving such from Jesus (Matt. 16:17–19; John 6:68–9).
Among all these incidents, John’s is the only tradition that is uniﬁed
overall, as the Synoptic presentations are disjointed and fragmentary.
While one could surmise that the Fourth Evangelist has harmonized other
traditions into a whole, the fact that there are no identical similarities
between John and the Synoptics argues strongly against a derivative literary
relationship in either direction. Rather, what we apparently have here are
three diﬀerent feeding traditions in play, two of them underlying Mark
and followed by Matthew, with the third comprising the Johannine
rendering. While a second feeding could indeed have followed a ﬁrst in
the ministry of Jesus, at least seventeen common elements between Mark 6
and 8 suggest that we have two parallel renderings of a similar set of
events.25 Most telling is the number of baskets used to pick up the leftover
fragments; in the feeding of the 5,000 the number is twelve (Mark 6:43;
Matt. 12:20; Luke 9:17), while in the feeding of the 4,000 the number of
baskets is seven; likewise seven loaves and a few small ﬁshes are listed
instead of the ﬁve loaves and two ﬁshes of the ﬁrst feeding (Mark 8:5–8;
Matt. 15:34–7). While impossible to ascertain, a reasonable conjecture is
that the feeding of the 4,000, followed by the gathering up of seven baskets,
may represent the way the incident was narrated among Hellenistic settings,
associated with the appointing of seven deacons in Acts 6:1–7.26 As the
traditional narratives may have run into each other among their deliveries, a
dovetail section appears to accommodate the two together, emphasizing
twelve and seven basketfuls following each of the feedings (Mark 8:19–20;
Matt. 16:9–10) and a distinguishing of the two feedings. This traditional
25

26

This case is argued more fully in Anderson 1996: 97–104. R. T. Fortna (1970: 55–70) is entirely
correct in noting three distinctive traditions in Mark 6 and 8, and John 6; where his case falters is its
attempt to argue that the tradition underlying John 6 (and the rest of the Johannine material) is
compellingly non-Johannine.
Note that the name ‘Philip’ is associated both with the twelve apostles and the seven deacons
appointed in Acts (1:13; 6:6), and John 6:5–7 connects him directly with the feeding narrative. While
modern scholars have distinguished Philip the apostle in Acts 1 and 8 from Philip the evangelist in
Acts 6 and 21, Luke nowhere makes such a distinction, and neither does Eusebius. According to
second-century tradition, Philip the apostle ministered in Asia Minor and is buried in Hierapolis
along with some of his ministering daughters mentioned in Acts 21. The point is that if Philip was
associated with the feeding and seven deacons, baskets, and loaves – as narrated among the seven
Churches of Asia Minor – one can understand how the features of Mark 8 may have been aﬀected
by the homiletical delivery of the feeding narrative among the Gentile Churches, whether in Asia
Minor or elsewhere.
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individuation accounts for why Mark as a collector of tradition units felt it
important to include both renderings; he preserved both and is followed by
Matthew, though not by Luke.
Matthew again follows Mark’s accounts quite closely, though omitting
the introductions as to why there was a need to eat (Mark 6:30–1; 8:1).
Matthew also changes or omits incidental details: the crowd hears about
Jesus and his disciples rather than seeing them moving (Mark 6:33; Matt.
14:13), the crowd arrives before them (Mark 6:33), they are like sheep
without a shepherd (6:34), there is an objection that it would cost 200
denarii to buy bread followed by Jesus’ question as to how many loaves
they had (6:37–8), the ‘green’ grass (6:39), the groups of hundreds and
ﬁfties (6:40), the dividing of the two ﬁsh (6:41), at the sea crossing they all
see Jesus and are terriﬁed (6:50), they do not understand about the loaves,
but their hearts are hardened (6:52). Regarding the feeding of the 4,000,
Matthew omits: the crowd’s having come a long way (Mark 8:3), Jesus’
having blessed the ﬁshes and commanding they be set before the crowd
(8:7), and the Son of Man’s being ashamed on the last day by those who
have been ashamed of him in this adulterous and sinful generation (8:38).
Matthew changes the destination of Dalmanutha to Magdan (or Magdala
in some texts, Mark 8:10; Matt. 15:39). To Mark’s narratives Matthew
adds: Jesus’ command to bring him the loaves and ﬁshes (Matt. 14:18),
besides the women and children (with reference to the numbers of men,
14:21; 15:38), a Petrine unit involving Peter’s coming to Jesus on the water
(14:28–31), a reference to Jesus as the Son of Man (16:13, 28), the prophet
Jeremiah (in addition to Elijah, Mark 8:28; Matt. 16:14), a fuller confession
of Peter – ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God’ (Matt. 16:16), and
the unit related to Peter’s receiving the keys of the kingdom (16:17–19).
On the feeding of the 5,000, Luke also omits: the introduction explaining why the crowd was hungry (Mark 6:30–1), the details that the crowd
saw them leaving and departed on foot to arrive before them (6:33), the
crowd being like sheep without a shepherd (6:34), the cost of 200 denarii
for a feeding and Jesus’ questioning how many loaves they had (6:37–8),
the green grass (6:39), companies of one hundred (6:40), the dividing of
the ﬁsh (6:41), the entire walking on the water scene (6:45–52), Caesarea
Philippi as the place of Peter’s confession (8:27), Peter’s rebuke of Jesus
regarding the suﬀering Son of Man and Jesus’ abrupt response (8:32–3),
Jesus’ calling of a crowd to himself (8:34), and the question regarding what
a man might give in exchange for his life (8:37). Luke adds a few details or
conjectures: Bethsaida is the place where they were heading (Luke 9:10),
Jesus speaks to them about the kingdom of God (9:11), the disciples are
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referred to as ‘the twelve’ (9:12), before Peter’s confession Jesus is praying
alone (9:18), and the rising of one of the old prophets (9:19). Interestingly,
Luke includes only one of Mark’s feeding narratives (the one found in
John: the feeding of the 5,000), and Luke also moves the confession of
Peter to follow the other feeding – as it is in John (moving the confession in
Mark 8 to follow the feeding in Mark 6 and John 6). Luke also appears to
conﬂate confessions of Peter in Mark and John, joining Mark’s ‘the Christ’
(8:29) to John’s ‘the Holy one of God’ (6:69) to become ‘the Christ of God’
(Luke 9:20). Does this imply that Luke had access to the Johannine
tradition? If not, why would Luke make such changes that just happen
to coincide with the Johannine rendering? The fact that Luke departs
from Mark no fewer than six dozen times and also sides with John makes
Luke’s access to the Johannine tradition – probably in its oral stages of
development – a highly likely inference.27
Distinctive contacts between the Johannine and Marcan feeding narratives and associated passages include: the costing of 200 denarii to feed
such a crowd (Mark 6:37; John 6:7; see also the cost of the perfume,
mentioned only in Mark 14:5 and John 12:5, as 300 denarii), a description
of the grass (‘green’, Mark 6:39; ‘much’, John 6:10), the description of the
boat’s destiny (Bethsaida, Mark 6:45; Capernaum, John 6:17), the suﬀering
of the Son of Man and its implications are predicted by Jesus as depicting
the way of the cross for his followers (Mark 8:31–9:1; John 6:51–66), ‘the
Holy One of God’ is used as a reference to Jesus (albeit by a demoniac,
Mark 1:24; John 6:69), and Peter objects to the way of the cross and is
admonished by Jesus using a reference to Satan or a devil (Mark 8:32–3;
John 6:68–70). As the John 5 healing on the Sabbath in Jerusalem
continues to be discussed in John 7, the theory of Barnabas Lindars
(1972: 50–1) makes the best sense of the evidence: John 6 was likely added
along with other supplementary material at a later time.
This being the case, the ﬁrst edition of John probably had only ﬁve signs
instead of eight, bolstering its function as a means of convincing Jewish
family and friends that Jesus really was the Messiah, and also fulﬁlling the
prophecy of Moses in Deut. 18:15–22. Therefore, ﬁve signs of Jesus
complement the ﬁve books of Moses, and the ﬁve signs in the ﬁrst edition
of John are, consequently, precisely the ﬁve not included in any of the
Synoptics. As a result, a key function of John’s ﬁrst edition becomes
apparent: it augments Mark by including two earlier signs (before those
27

For Luke’s dependence on John, see Cribbs 1973, Matson 2001, and Shellard 2004; see also
Anderson 1996: 274–7, and 2011: 147–8.
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recorded in Mark 1: John 2:11; 4:54) and three southern ones.28 In addition
to John 21, John 6 appears to have been added to an earlier version of the
narrative as a means of standardizing it with the other Gospels. As well as a
complement, though, the theological evaluation of the feeding in all ﬁve
Synoptic feeding accounts (they ate and were satisﬁed – Mark 6:42; 8:8;
Matt. 14:20; 15:37; Luke 9:17) is challenged directly by Jesus. Instead of
seeing the revelatory meaning of the sign, people’s valuing food for their
stomachs over nourishment for their souls is challenged by the Johannine
Jesus: ‘You seek me not because you saw the signs, but because you ate the
loaves and were satisﬁed’ (John 6:26).29
All of this leads to several tradition–historical inferences. First, the fact
that three independent traditions underlying Mark 6 and 8 and John 6
allude to some sort of feeding, a lake incident, discussions of the feedings
and Jesus’ authority, as well as teachings on the cost of discipleship and
Peter’s confession, suggests that historical memories of such clusters of
incidents were at work in the pre-Marcan and early Johannine traditions
long before their ﬁnalized gospel forms. Such allusions cannot conﬁrm
historical events, but the similarities-and-diﬀerences argue for some sort of
historical memory underlying preaching deliveries and literary developments of these incidents in bi-optic perspective. In that sense, the Johannine tradition, as an autonomous and individuated tradition, corroborates
the Marcan traditions, and vice versa.
Secondly, while Matthew follows Mark most closely, it omits many
of the non-symbolic illustrative details but adds units embellishing the
roles of Peter and the apostles, largely in service to the ecclesial needs of
the emerging Christian movement. Luke also omits details from Mark and
adds conjectural points here and there, in keeping with Lucan editorial
style. Distinctive similarities between John and Mark, however, involve
some of the details omitted by Matthew and Luke, suggesting (with Brown)
contacts during the oral stages of their traditions. As it is impossible to
28

29

Despite Mark’s presentation of the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law as the ﬁrst of Jesus’ healing
miracles, John is not the only narrative to insist upon earlier signs. In addition to a general reference
to a travelling, healing, exorcising, and preaching ministry throughout the region (Matt. 4:23–5),
Matthew also includes two signs just prior to the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law, the second of
which involves the Capernaum healing from afar (Matt. 8:1–13). Matthew thus appears to support
John’s insistence that the distance-healing in Capernaum was the ‘second sign’ performed by Jesus,
implicitly ﬁlling out the earlier ministry of Jesus before the events reported in Mark 1:21–31.
Therefore, it is not a backwater signs source being challenged in its theological thrust, it is the
prevalent ethos of the larger set of Synoptic valuations of Jesus’ signs here being engaged by the
Johannine Jesus. Therefore, John’s presentation of the feeding is both reinforcing and dialectically
corrective in relation to parallel traditions.
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discern in which direction the inﬂuence may have travelled, Brown’s
inference of mutual inﬂuence, what I call interﬂuence between the preachers
of these traditions, makes the most sense critically. As preachers delivered
their material, sometimes travelling in ministry together, such might be
plausible as at least one context in which interﬂuence may have developed –
in addition to others, of course.
Thirdly, Luke departs from Mark several times and sides with John,
suggesting Lucan familiarity with the Johannine tradition, probably in its
oral stages of formation. Therefore, one feeding (that of the 5,000) is included
instead of Mark’s two, one sea-crossing narrative is included (with John,
although located elsewhere, Luke 8:22–5) over and against Mark’s dual
accounts, Peter’s confession is moved to follow the other feeding (as it is in
John), and Peter’s confessions in Mark and John are conﬂated in Luke’s
rendering: ‘You are the Christ of God’ (Luke 9:20). Even in Luke’s prologue,
he expresses gratitude for what he has received from eyewitnesses and servants
of the Logos (1:2); might that be a reference to the Johannine tradition? While
the Johannine Gospel was likely ﬁnalized after Luke, this does not mean that
familiarity with its tradition was a late – and only late – phenomenon; Luke
indeed favours many Johannine details and presentations over Mark’s.
Fourthly, while the Johannine rendering of the feeding displays a
number of primitive features (knowledge of Philip and Andrew being
connected to Bethsaida as a likely source of food [John 6:5–7]; prophetking-like-Moses Galilean nationalism rejected by Jesus [6:14–15]; Jesus’
followers abandoning him due to disillusionment [6:66]; a thaumaturgic
reference to Jesus – ‘Holy One of God’ [6:69]), a good deal of homiletical
development can also be inferred in the discussion of the feeding. Here at
least ﬁve of the seven crises in the history of the Johannine situation are
displayed by the actants and discussants in the narrative: (a) featuring the
rhetorical use of manna as a secondary proof-text (as is most commonly
done by Philo and the Babylonian Midrashim), tensions with local Jewish
leaders in Asia Minor are addressed not by Jesus outwitting their exegesis
with his, but by overturning exegesis with eschatology: ‘it is not Moses
who gave . . ., but my Father who gives’ (John 6:32); (b) more subtly,
addressing Roman hegemony – whether under Tiberius or Domitian – is
not touted as a Passover revolt in the wilderness under a prophet-king like
Moses, but in embracing the life-producing food that Jesus alone oﬀers
(6:4, 14–15, 27, 51); (c) docetizing inclinations of Gentile Christians,
unwilling to suﬀer with Christ and his community when faced with
hardship under the rise of the imperial cult under Domitian (81–96 ce),
would have been challenged by the invitation to ingest the ﬂesh and blood
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of Jesus – sharing with him in his suﬀering and death if they hope to share
with him the hope of the resurrection – although the way of the cross is
considered a ‘hard saying’ among his followers, leading to a defection;
preserving the ﬂesh indeed proﬁts nothing (6:51–66); (d) perhaps even
challenging directly the yoking of Petrine authority to structural means of
eﬀecting Christian leadership near the end of the ﬁrst century (apparently
alluded to by the primacy-loving Diotrephes in 3 John 1:9–10), Peter is
portrayed as ‘returning the keys to Jesus’ rather than receiving authority
from the Lord, as he aﬃrms that Jesus alone has the words of eternal life
(John 6:68–9); and (e) the thaumaturgic valuation of the feeding in all ﬁve
Synoptic accounts is challenged by the Johannine Jesus, as the crowd’s
seeking him for another feeding shows they have not seen the feeding as
a revelatory sign but because they ‘ate the loaves and were satisﬁed’ (6:26).
In these ways the history and theology of the Johannine situation and
narration are illuminated far more profoundly by John 6 than they are by
John 9. While J. Louis Martyn correctly illuminated tensions with Jewish
members of the Johannine situation during the Jamnia era, John 6 exposes
no fewer than ﬁve of the seven dialogical crises within the Johannine
situation between 70 and 100 ce, corroborated by the larger Johannine
corpus and the writings of Ignatius.30

Implications and conclusions
A telling measure of a work’s importance is the work that it generates, and
the interpretative-historical thrust of the magna opera of C. H. Dodd was
carried forward by the great Johannine works of Raymond E. Brown.
While both of them challenged the view that Synoptic–Johannine contacts
suggest a derivative relationship, Brown’s showing that leading bases for
disparaging John’s historicity over and against the Synoptics cuts in both
directions, often conﬁrming John’s historicity rather than diminishing it.
This certainly is the case when considering incidents cohering in the
Synoptics and distributed in John, as it appears evident that Synoptic
writers drew from larger banks of traditional material, at times connecting
with Johannine details and presentations having their own claims to
historical realism. This, however, is only part of the story, as several
coherent Johannine units also ﬁnd echoes in more distributed presentations among the Synoptics. While Brown only makes general observations
about plausible Johannine–Synoptic relations, the present analysis
30

Anderson 1996: 119–36, 221–50; see especially Anderson 1997.
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conﬁrms the following inferences regarding John’s dialogical autonomy
and a bi-optic hypothesis, argued in further detail elsewhere.
First, John’s presentation of Jesus deserves consideration alongside Mark’s
as an independent tradition in its own right, bearing its own claims to
historicity despite its theological proclivities. With Dodd and Brown,
at some turns the Johannine rendering appears historically preferable to
Synoptic ones, and each case must be considered individually. Alongside the
passages analysed by Brown, elements of John’s presentations of the calling
narrative, the temple incident, and the feeding narrative with its associated
incidents bear their own claims to historical integrity. As units dispersed in
the Synoptics and coherent in John, these Johannine passages bear their own
claims to historicity in ways echoed and reinforced by the Synoptics.
Secondly, John’s contacts with Mark imply some interﬂuence during the
early stages of their respective traditions, and, as well as augmenting Mark,
some of John’s rendering of the ministry of Jesus appears to be setting the
record straight over and against some features of Mark. Thirdly, where Luke
departs from Mark and sides with John, this argues for Luke’s familiarity
with the Johannine tradition, probably in its oral stages of development. It is
also interesting to note that Matthew at times corroborates the Johannine
itinerary, although the main Johannine–Matthean dialectic appears to have
happened later in the stages of their respective traditions, addressing issues of
governance, leadership, and ecclesial organization. Finally, if Matthew and
Luke built upon Mark, and the ﬁrst edition of John built around Mark, the
ministry of Jesus must be considered critically in bi-optic perspective,
including John in the quest for Jesus instead of ignoring it.31 Of course,
how to do so is beyond the scope of this chapter, and that will involve a
fourth quest for Jesus – a venture that is already underway.
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